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Abstract 
ELT materials (textbooks) are believed to play a pivotal role in English classes. In recent years, however, there has been a lot of 
debate throughout ELT profession on their actual roles (e.g. Harwood, 2003; Hyland 2000, 2002). This paper is an attempt to first 
summarize some of the arguments put forward by the pro and anti-textbook camps and then discuss the results of a complex 
evaluation process of the EAP textbooks used at the four leading universities of Iran (IUT, UI, PNU and IAU) to assess whether 
these anti-textbook ideas have any validity in the field of EAP specially in an Iranian setting. The evaluation was done via three 
questionnaires (namely Students Needs Analysis Questionnaire, Students Textbook Evaluation Questionnaire and Teacher 
Textbook Evaluation Questionnaire) answered by more than 300 EAP students and teachers. In combining the results of the three 
questionnaires used, it was found that although a lack of fit between the needs of the students and the textbook contents and 
organizations was rather apparent, EAP textbooks deemed necessary and useful for EAP classes. Teachers should, therefore, be 
given more autonomy to accommodate students’ needs and interests when essential.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
     Textbooks play a pivotal role in ELT classes. They can be important resources for teachers in assisting students 
to  learn  English  and  serve  as  the  foundation  of  instructions  and  the  primary  sources  of  information  for  teachers.  
They play a role in actualization of the plans and decisions into interesting and useful materials, tasks and activities 
(Azizifar et al, 2010; KÕrkgöz, 2009; Richards, 2001).Some researchers (Allwright, 1981; Harwood, 2005; 
Thornbury &Meddings, 2001) have, however, questioned the actual role of textbooks in ELT classes. They argue 
that there is a big gap between learners’ needs and styles and advances in teaching and learning, and the materials 
which are prepared commercially for EFL and ESL courses (Richards, 2005). 
     English for Academic Purposes has, on the other hand, experienced an increase popularity and investment in 
recent years. There has been an increase in demand for EAP courses due to the global status of English, 
technological advancements and globalization (Jordan, 1997; Islami, 2010). EAP courses are needed by those who 
want to pursue their educational studies either in their own countries as a prerequisite course (like in Iran) or in an 
English speaking country as the medium of instruction. There has, therefore, been an increase in the books written 
by national and international authors to offer materials and exercises to satisfy what they believe are learners’ needs 
in an EAP class. Tomlinson (2008) levels his criticism against some of these commercially prepared books as being 
irrelevant and inefficient and describes them as “a flash flood, leaving behind just the odd bit of debris” (p.70).
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Teachers, consequently, need to make judgments regarding the efficacy of the materials developed and to see to 
what extent they are based on the needs and learning styles of those for whom they are prepared, and to what extent 
they are aligned with the educational goals of the related institutions and language learning programs (Tomlinson, et 
al, 2001; McGrath, 2002). 
     Regarding the global status of EAP and the increasing number of EAP textbooks, this study is intended to first 
review the anti and pro textbook arguments and then by analyzing the results of a complicated evaluation of some of 
the EAP textbooks used in some leading Iranian universities to present empirical evidence regarding the validity of 
these arguments in EAP settings. 
2. The pro-textbook views 
The researchers who argue for the usefulness and necessity of textbooks can be classified into two main groups. 
Within the first group are those who believe that textbooks are psychologically needed by both teachers and 
learners. Hutchinson and Torres (1994), for example, believe that textbooks are considered as a universal and 
essential component of every classroom without which the class seems incomplete. Haycroft (1998) also believes 
that when textbooks are used in a class, students feel that their progress and achievement can be measured more 
concretely. Sheldon (1988) similarly believes that in the eyes of learners textbooks have more validity and 
credibility than in-house materials- i.e. materials prepared by teachers. Textbooks are also cheaper and more 
accessible than teacher made materials and require less preparation time. They can, therefore, reduce cognitive and 
occupational loads on both teachers and students. Textbooks also provide novice teachers with security, guidance, 
and support (O'Neill, 1982; Sheldon, 1988).  
     The second group deem textbooks essential because they think a textbook is an effective repertoire of materials, 
exercises and activities, a reference source, a pre-determined syllabus, and a source of creativity which reflects 
research findings and students’ needs. They believe that textbooks are predetermined and systematic and can give 
teachers and students an overall image of the course and syllabus, and can tell them where the course is and where it 
is going, while teacher made materials are usually prepared weekly and increase the chance of gap and lack of 
systematicity in both teaching and learning (Harmer, 2001; Hutchinson & Torres, 1994; O’Neill, 1993; Swales, 
1980). Textbooks also offer new activities and methodologies and teachers can decide if they are agreeable or not 
and add local data if essential. They can, therefore, stimulate change and creativity and expand teachers’ repertoire 
(Harmer, 2001; Hutchinson & Torres, 1994). Harmer (2001) believes that textbooks are the products of research and 
long years of experience of the writers and can, therefore, better accommodate new approaches and methodologies 
and better meet learners’ needs.  
3. The anti-textbook views 
The anti-textbook discussions, on the other hand, center on two main areas. Some researchers (Tomlinson, 2008; 
Hutchinson & Torres, 1994) argue against the efficiency of textbooks and inappropriateness of their organizations 
and contents. Sheldon (1988), for example, believes that textbooks are usually the product of textbook developers 
and publishers’ desire to increase the number of their publications and suffer from serious theoretical problems, 
design flaws, and practical shortcomings. He argues that the materials are not ordered logically and are often too 
limited or too general. Allwright (1981) also believes that textbooks can not meet the vast and changing needs of 
learners and classes around the world. Textbooks can also give false confidence to teachers that they are developed 
by virtuous people and everything is catered for, and instead of being involved in day-to-day practice of what to 
teach and how to teach they sit back and relax. Even more recently Tomlinson (2008) has argued that textbooks are 
responsible for the failure of most of the learners to develop communicative skills by focusing on linguistic items 
rather than opportunities for acquisition and learning. Ur (1996) believes that a textbook is confining in nature and, 
therefore, inhibiting teachers' creativity and acts as what Williams (1983: 251) calls “a tyrant”. Teachers may, 
therefore, find themselves as mediators with no free hand, and slave, in fact, to others' judgments about what is good 
and what is not (Ur, 1996). Richards (2005) also believes that there is little collaboration between those involved in 
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conducting research in language learning and teaching and those involved in material and textbook preparation. So 
textbooks can not cater for variety of learning styles, needs and strategies and adhere to the practice of old tasks and 
traditional approaches. 
     Other researchers have levelled their criticism against the socio-cultural components embedded in textbooks. 
Prodromou (1988) and Alptekin (1993), for example, argue that target language culture is usually used as a vehicle 
for teaching the language and learners, consequently, need to express themselves within a culture of which they 
have little experience. This practice may lead to alienation, stereotyping and reluctance to learning. Gray (2000:274) 
also sees “course books as a government-backed enterprise with an economic and ideological agenda aimed 
ultimately at boosting commerce and the dissemination of ideas”. Others (Clarke& Clarke, 1990; Carrell & Korwitz, 
1994; Renner, 1997) believe that some textbooks portrait gender bias, sexism, and stereotyping. 
4. The study 
4.1. The purpose of the study 
     This  study is  an  effort  to  examine  the  current  status  of  the  books  prepared  for  EAP classes  and to  see  if  anti-
textbook views have any validity in EAP settings. It addresses the following questions: 
Q1: Are the textbooks currently used in Iranian EAP classes satisfactory in both learners and teachers’ view points? 
Q2: Is there a difference between the acceptability of the books prepared by national publishers and those prepared    
       by international publishers? 
4.2. Participants 
      More than 300 students of Engineering, Social sciences and Medical sciences taking EAP courses in 2010 Fall 
Semester at Isfahan University of Technology (IUT), University of Isfahan (UI), Piam Noor University (PNU), and 
Islamic Azad University (IAU), four leading universities in Iran, and twelve EAP teachers participated in the study. 
Students’ age ranged from 18 to 34. The teachers were both full time and part time teachers who had taught EAP 
courses for years. Their age ranged from 31 to 55. The books evaluated were 10 EAP books recently (published 
after 2005) prepared by both national and international publishers. As we do not have the permission of the 
publishers to reveal the names, the books are referred to as B1, B2… B10.  
4.3. Procedures and instrumentations 
     A student needs analysis questionnaire bearing some questions and items to probe students’ interests, preferred 
learning styles, skills and linguistic components and English needs; a student textbook evaluation questionnaire 
comprising of 28 items and a teacher textbook evaluation questionnaire comprising of 40 items were used in the 
present study. The items in the second and the third questionnaires were classified under seven major headings : 1- 
layout and design: containing some items regarding the layout and the design of the textbook, and appropriateness  
of the ordering of the materials and information; 2. practical considerations: containing items regarding the price and 
accessibility of the textbook; 3.activities and exercises: containing items regarding the acceptability of the types and 
distribution of exercises and activities; 4.skills: containing items regarding the incorporation of needed skills and 
sub-skills; 5. language type: containing items regarding the authenticity and appropriateness of the linguistic items, 
functions and language;  6. subjects and contents: containing items regarding the sufficiency and variety of the 
contents and subjects; 7.  conclusion: containing items regarding students and teachers’ overall decision about the 
textbook used. The forms were taken from Litz (2005) and modified to better meet our EAP contexts. The 
questionnaires were given to teachers and students in their classes, after getting the related permissions, to be filled 
out under the supervision and guidance of the researcher. The response categories for both questionnaires ranged 
from “excellent: 4” to “weak: 1”. 
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5. Results  
     Table 1. and 2 represent the overall  frequency percentage of the teachers and students’ responses to the items 
available under each main heading. The data in table 1. and 2 can be summarized as: 1- there is no difference 
between the books prepared by international publishers (Book 1,6 and 9) and the books prepared by local publishers 
and textbook developers; 2- the satisfactory level of the examined books ranges from 50% (book 2) to 66% (book 
10) and with an average of 60% which indicates that the status of the currently developed books in both students and 
teachers’ views is not that much bad as stated by the people in the anti-textbook camp; 3- the frequency percentages 
of low response categories (“average” and “weak”) in table 1. for each main part of the questionnaire from the 
highest to the lowest are : skills 56.5%, subject and content 54%, language type and activities 53%, layout 49% and 
practical considerations 36%, and in table 2. are: skills 94% ,activities 70% , language type 51%, layout 48%, 
practical considerations 36% and subject and content 40%, indicating that both teachers and students do not find the 
skills, activities and contents of the available books satisfactory. 
Table 1. The frequency percentage of the responses given by the students 
Table 2. The frequency percentage of the responses given by the teachers
     The analysis of the students’ responses to the questions and items present in the student need analysis form 
represented that majority of the students wanted to learn English to succeed in their education and future career, to 
be able to study books and articles related to their fields of study, and finally to know an international language to 
communicate with other people in the world. It also indicated that their preferred skills and language components 
Books Book1 Book2 Book3 Book4 Book5 
Categories 4 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 
Layout  36 36 25 5 5 28 41 26 16 22 34 28 20 41 27 12 4 51 35 15 
Practical cons. 8 38 40 14 20 46 18 16 45 23 18 14 36 41 20 3 36 48 13 3 
Activities 16 38 37 9 6 31 36 27 16 32 37 15 16 30 35 19 11 29 40 20 
Skills 6 43 42 9 6 26 43 25 40 21 17 22 12 17 37 34 5 28 41 26 
Language type 9 41 41 9 4 30 41 25 27 22 33 18 9 33 36 22 7 40 42 11 
content 16 33 38 13 8 28 35 29 25 25 33 17 13 35 41 11 8 29 39 24 
Conclusion 15 48 27 10 11 30 30 29 14 19 23 44 8 23 28 41 11 20 26 43 
Sum % 16 39 36 9 8 32 35 25 26 23 28 23 17 31 32 20 11 35 34 20 
Total score  65.5 50 63 61 59 
N 30 74 19 21 25 
Books Book6 Book7 Book8 Book9-f Book10 
Categories 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 4 3 2 1 
Layout 8 49 38 5 8 30 36 26 20 44 34 2 8 29 42 19 17 39 31 13 
Practical cons. 0 29 38 33 43 37 14 6 20 40 40 0 20 40 23 16 28 43 20 9 
Activities 5 30 43 22 5 49 25 21 11 33 41 15 14 40 34 12 18 46 24 12 
Skills 2 27 60 11 9 47 35 9 12 45 33 10 10 33 36 21 19 33 37 11 
Language type 4 25 54 17 13 52 26 9 14 38 29 19 8 35 42 15 11 44 31 14 
content 1 35 46 18 5 50 33 12 14 34 48 4 6 32 40 22 16 47 29 8 
Conclusion 7 20 38 35 5 39 33 24 10 38 32 20 10 36 31 23 9 41 29 21 
Sum % 4 31 45 20 13 43 29 15 14 39 37 10 10 35 35 20 17 42 29 12 
Total score  55 63.5 62 59 66 
N 31 29 25 44 28 
%  Practical Considerations  Layout Activities Skills Language Type Content Conclusion Sum% 
Excellent 12 4 2 0 12 6 14 7
Good 43 48 28 6 38 54 64 40 
Average 31 18 49 35 17 34 22 29 
Weak 14 30 21 59 34 6 0 24 
N 12 
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were: 1- speaking, 2- listening, 3- reading, 4- vocabulary, 5- grammar and 6- writing, respectively . They also 
expected to improve their word power, oral skills and reading comprehension within an EAP course. They mostly 
preferred activities that involved group or pair work and believed that most of their problems in English lied in oral 
skills, grammar, writing and vocabulary, and had less problems in reading comprehension. Most of the teachers and 
students deemed textbooks essential for an EAP course but they believed that textbooks should be complemented by 
teachers’ materials based on the needs and interests of the students. 
     The content analysis of the books examined showed that all of the books centered on reading passages. A reading 
text followed by some true/false items, multiple choice items, fill in the blanks and sometime some grammar points 
along with a glossary was included in each unit. The texts were of different kinds ranging from the texts specifically 
related to the students’ fields of study like in books 2, 6 and 7, to texts of general interest. None of them, however, 
paid any attention to the improvement of oral skills. They were mostly written to improve students’ reading abilities 
and vocabulary through individual activities and exercises. 
6. Conclusion 
The present study was an attempt to empirically examine the validity of anti-text book views in EAP courses. The 
results indicated that the current textbooks prepared for EAP classes are not very satisfactory and fail to meet 
students’ all needs and interests. This study, therefore, supports the weak anti-textbook view presented by Harwood 
(2005) claiming that textbooks can help both teachers and students but they should contain what is needed. It is, 
therefore, suggested that a need analysis should be carried out before any attempts are made to develop textbooks, 
and teachers should become sensitive to their students’ needs and interests and should be given enough freedom to 
adjust textbooks accordingly by including their own materials. 
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